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THE ORDER OF THE EPISTLES IN THE DE- 
VELOPMENT OF CHRISTIANITY. 
By Rev. Henry G. Weston, D. D., 

President of Crozer Theological Seminary, Chester, Penn. 

We know, from the express statements of the Evangelist, 
that the larger number of the words and works of Christ 
were not recorded ; the Holy Spirit preserving for the per- 
manent use of the church all that were necessary to the full 
and harmonious presentation of our Lord's earthly ministry. 
From various, but unmistakable, indications, we gather that 
there were other Gospels than those which have come down 
to us ; the four in our hands setting forth the aspects and 
stages of redemption. The Acts of the Apostles relates but 
a very small part of the doings of the Apostles ; it gives in 
succinct form the actors and the steps by which the church 
attained its final position. That we have not all the Epistles- 
written to the churches in the Apostolic age is rendered cer- 
tain by repeated intimations in the Epistles themselves, by 
the character of the Apostles and their writings, by the rela- 
tion of the Apostles to the churches, and above all, by the 
nature of Christianity, which is life imparted, sustained, and 
directed by the Holy Spirit, and consequently is necessarily 
a growth, and not a structure finished at the beginning. 

The extant Epistles form an organic whole, and, taken 
together, give a complete and final statement of Christianity. 
Each Epistle sustains a vital relation to the whole ; each has 
its own place in the development, a place determined by the 
spiritual position of the writer, by the spiritual condition of 
those to whom it was addressed, and by the period in which 
it was written.* 

The Epistle of James is the first in the order of nature and 
of time. The Church is in its earliest age. Christians are 

* The necessary limits of this paper forbid any elucidation of these principles 
in vindication of that order of the Epistles which commends itself to me. If 
any one wishes to examine for himself, he will find good material in the Epis- 
tles themselves, in the more recent Introductions, and in such books as Mathe- 
son's Spiritual Development of St. Paul. 
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devout and pious Jews, plus a belief in Jesus of Nazareth as 
the promised Messiah. They are the true Jews, heirs to all 
the blessings of the covenant ; they observe punctiliously the 
laws of Moses, they circumcise their children, they attend 
upon the temple worship at the stated hours, they observe 
the feasts and fasts, and are scrupulous as to the distinction 
between clean and unclean foods; they offer sacrifices and 
make vows, and are distinguished from other Jews by being 
baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus, by partaking of the 
communion, and assembling statedly for the worship of 
Christ. The position of the Jewish Christians is given by 
the elders of the church at Jerusalem in their address to Paul : 
"Thou seest, brother, how many thousands of Jews there 
are that believe; and they are all zealous of the Law." As 
yet, there is no antagonism between the gospel and the law. 
Christianity is Judaism "fulfilled and transfigured." The 
Gospel is the perfect law, the royal law, the law of liberty. 
Christ is the royal law-giver, the Lord of the Glory — the 
Shekinah. The world is at enmity with God, is doomed to 
destruction. Christ is the deliverer and judge. The sins 
reprehended in the Epistle naturally fall into three lines ; 
Those arising from their Jewish proclivities, from a defective 
faith, and from violations of the law of love. The Jewish 
leaven shows itself in the vices pointed out in the Sermon on 
the Mount ; their faith is wavering and inert ; they violate 
the law of love in their disregard of the rights of the poor,* 
in their envying, their evil-speaking, their jealousies, their 
strifes and party spirit. The anathemas in the fifth chapter 

* It is a ludicrous anachronism which makes the synagogue, James 1 : 2, a 
modern Christian meeting-house with a corps of ushers. " Respect of per- 
sons " in the New Testament refers to judicial decisions. When Peter asserts 
that " God is no respecter of persons," to suppose he intends to say that God 
treats all men alike — Jacob and Esau, Jew and Gentile — is-to fly in the face of 
Scripture and Providence. "Stand there," " my footstool." "evil-thinking 
judges," show that the reference is to the civil jurisdiction of the synagogue. 
The charge against these judges is a much more serious one than that of giv- 
ing rich men good seats at church. 

The question of justification in James has no relation to that discussed by 
Paul. The works of which James speak are those which prove the existence 
of faith ; they are not works of law, nor works of goodness, humanity, or love. 
Take away faith, and Abraham is a murderer or a madman, his intended act 
one deserving the execration of mankind. The same is true of Rahab. 
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are in precise accordance in matter and manner with those 
uttered by all the old Hebrew prophets. The summoning to 
judgment of the oppressors of poor Christians, in a letter ad- 
dressed to Christians, no more shows that these oppressors 
were nominally Christians, than the call to Babylon to sit in 
the dust, by Isaiah, proves that the daughter of Chaldea was 
an Israelite. 

The point of view of this Epistle is that of the Sermon on 
the Mount. It holds the same relation to the unfolding of 
Christianity, in coming Ep'istles, that the Sermon does to the 
future teaching of Christ. In form, the Sermon differs from 
the Epistle. The Sermon, presenting the ideal fulfillment of 
the law, is marked by unity, symmetry and completeness. 
It portrays all the characteristics of the righteousness of the 
kingdom with the character, conduct, and destiny of the 
righteous man. The Epistle, dealing not with the ideal, but 
with the first stage of the process in the actualization, presents 
a picture of the new man, begotten with the word of truth, a 
first fruit of the creation, yet struggling with evil, the good 
and bad strangely intermingled, and in constant conflict. 

Of the methods by which the ideal is to become the actual, 
our Epistle says nothing. There is no mention of the atone- 
ment, of the Holy Spirit, nor of that inner essential principle 
which differentiates Christianity from Judaism and from all 
other religions. The time for the analysis of life has not 
come. In Christianity, as in morals, practice must precede 
theory. This is in accordance with the law announced by 
Christ: "So is the kingdom of God, as if a man casts seed 
on the earth, and the seed sprouts and comes up, he knows 
not how ; first the blade, then the ear, then the full corn in 
the ear." How much and in what respects the blade differs 
from the ear, we very well know. 

Next comes the Epistle to the Hebrews. The condition 
of the Jewish Christians, in which they attended with one 
accord in the temple, having favor with all the people, has 
passed away, never to return. The time predicted by the 
Saviour has come : ' ' They shall put you out of their syna- 
gogues." Believers in Jesus are no longer permitted to join 
in the divinely appointed worship of God. The temple and 
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its ritual are on the point of passing away forever. The per- 
secution which, after the death of Stephen, was so stayed 
that the church throughout Judea and Galilee and Samaria 
had peace and was multiplied, has broken out again, and 
threatens to grow more severe and merciless than before. 
The sky gathers blackness on every side ; where on the hori- 
zon is a gleam of hope? Three questions inevitably present 
themselves to these sorely tried Christians: first, Israel is 
certainly the covenant people ; to them pertains the adoption, 
and the glory, and the covenants, and the giving of the law, 
and the service of God, and the promises ; is not our ejection 
by them proof that we are in the wrong? Second, we trusted 
in one who was to give us power to become sons of God ; can 
we be his sons, and be left to such constant and undeserved 
suffering? could a father in the flesh look upon children in 
such affliction and not come to their relief ? Third; we were 
promised great blessing if we believed in the Messiah; 
where are they? The Epistle answers these three difficul- 
ties. It shows the true nature of the Levitical ritual, the 
true nature of sonship, and the true nature of faith. The 
essentially inferior character of the first covenant — a cove- 
nant temporary and preparatory — is proved by the contrast 
between Jesus and the angels, between Jesus and Moses, and 
between Jesus and the high priest. The relation between 
God and the people in this Epistle is solely a relation of fel- 
lowship and worship. The covenant is the covenant at Sinai ; 
circumcision is not mentioned ; sin is that which interrupts 
fellowship; sanctification, purification, perfection, and simi- 
lar terms, refer not to any moral idea, but to qualification for 
worship and service. Forensic conceptions of law and right- 
eousness do not appear. 

As to their non-reception of the promised blessings, the 
writer claims that faith, which is the characteristic of the 
present time, by its very nature excludes sight. The first 
verse of the eleventh chapter is not intended as an exhaust- 
ive definition of faith, but as a statement of one of its essen- 
tial characteristics ; it must pertain to things not now in pos- 
session, things that are unseen, hoped for. The long list of 
ancient worthies, in this chapter, contains those only who are 
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signal examples of non-possession. The incidents in their 
lives to which attention is called are selected on this princi- 
ple. Every thing in Jacob's career, for example, on which 
men ordinarily would profitably dwell, is omitted, and we 
are bidden to hear him pronounce a blessing which has not 
even yet been realized, and to look upon him as, in the act 
of leaving the world, he rests on the symbol of pilgrimage. 
How much there is in Joseph's life and character which has 
attracted the admiration and imitation of all ages, yet these 
things are not mentioned ; we see only his unburied bones 
preaching for four hundred years to the children of Israel 
that he belonged to a race whose home was in another land. 
You are confounded by the fact that sufferings are heaped on 
the worshipers of Christ; look at the first accepted wor- 
shiper and see what his worship cost him. Sonship is 
treated in the same way. The relation necessitates the exis- 
tence of discipline. If you are sons you must be subjected 
to chastisement. The scourging which you think is a proof 
that God does not regard and treat you as his children, is the 
evidence that you are membei's of the divine family. The 
whole discussion is intermingled with exhortation, founded on 
the character of the dispensation, against apostacy. This is 
God's final method of salvation ; if you reject it, there is no 
other in reserve. 

Judaism having thus set itself against the religion of 
Christ, making it impossible for them to dwell together, the 
time has come for Christianity to assume its independent and 
permanent place, to declare its own distinct and separate 
existence. This it does, for the first time, in the Epistles of 
Peter. It expresses itself, as it must, in the terms and im- 
agery of that religion which prepared for it, which gave it 
birth, and whose place it had taken. The Jewish people had 
been chosen by God for his own possession, a holy nation, a 
kingdom of priests. They refused to fulfill the office and 
perform the functions assigned them, and so God rejected 
them, and gave the kingdom to a nation which would bring 
forth the fruits thereof. The Christian church in the Epistle 
of Peter has become the chosen generation, the royal priest- 
hood, the holy nation, the people for a possession ; in past 
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time its members were not a people, but now they are the 
people of God. This action on God's part is not an after- 
thought, an expedient adopted because of unforeseen events ; 
the church is elected according to the foreknowledge of God 
the Father through sanctification of the Spirit, unto obedi- 
ence and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ. Various 
reasons are assigned for the order here adopted, sanctifica- 
tion, obedience, sprinkling; but a study of the method 
adopted at the beginning of Jewish national life will show 
that this is the precise order followed. The account will be 
found in the twenty-fourth chapter of Exodus. Israel was 
separated from all other nations in the wilderness of Sinai ; 
here the words of the Lord were read to the people and their 
answer was : ' ' All that the Lord hath said will we do, and 
be obedient." Then Moses took the blood and sprinkled it 
on the people; — precisely the order of the Epistle; sanctifi- 
cation, sprinkling, obedience. This parallel of Israel at the 
beginning of its national life and Christianity at the begin- 
ning of its career as the people of God, is carried throughout 
the Epistle, with the continual recognition of the fact that 
Christianity is the spiritual fulfillment of the natural type 
presented by Israel. The Church's sanctification is a spirit- 
ual and not an outward one, it is sprinkled not with the blood 
of beasts, but with the blood of Jesus Christ ; its hope is a 
living hope; its inheritance, not that of Canaan, temporary, 
polluted and perishing, but one incorruptible, undefiled and 
fading not away ; the end of their faith is not deliverance 
from earthly enemies, but a salvation of souls ; their redemp- 
tion is not by corruptible things but with the precious blood 
of Christ ; their love to each other does not spring from 
earthly ties which are to pass away, but from their common 
birth from the seed of God which lives and abides forever ; 
the sacrifices which they offer are spiritual sacrifices accepta- 
ble to God through Jesus Christ, and they are built a spiritual 
house on a living corner stone. The common character of 
the Israelites in the desert and the Christian community at 
this time is recognized throughout the Epistle. Christians 
are in the wilderness, strangers, sojourners, pilgrims, and 
their lives are to be in accordance with this relation. The 
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beginning of the nation of Israel finds its parallel in this 
commencement of the Christian life ; all the duties enjoined 
in this Epistle are those which belong to infancy and child- 
hood — submission, obedience, patience under censure and 
injustice. Christians should be blameless in their deport- 
ment and be clad with the garment of humility. Servants 
are to submit to their masters, wives to their husbands, citi- 
zens to their rulers, the younger to the elder, yea, all to be 
subject to one another. The Epistle is the Epistle of child- 
hood. It is noticeable that there is no specific address to 
children. 

In the second Epistle of Peter this character comes to ma- 
turity. The great and precious blessings promised have 
been received. Christians have become partakers of the 
divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the 
world. They are giving all diligence in adding virtue to 
virtue, that they may have an abundant entrance into the 
heavenly kingdom. Surrounded by those who mock at the 
Christian hope, they wait for new heavens and a new earth 
wherein dwelleth righteousness. In the meanwhile, they 
are growing in the grace and knowledge of Christ. To him 
be glory for ever and ever. 

Thus far Christianity has been presented in its appointed 
relation to the Jewish law (James) to the Jewish worship 
(Hebrews), and to the Jewish theocracy (Peter). Chris- 
tianity is the crown and fulfillment of them all. Henceforth 
it is to stand in its own completeness, distinct and separate 
from all other systems. God has promised, ' ' Behold, I make 
all things new." In Christ there is a new life, a new cove- 
nant, a new worship, a new service, a new affection, a new 
relationship, a new ideal. The coming Epistles will analyze 
that life, will show its manifestations, its methods, its oppo- 
nents, and its results. 



